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Introduction

There was a remarkable movement toward refinement and canonization of kabuki
in the Meiji era. One of the distinctive phenomena of this is that kabuki actors chose
their best plays and compiled them into a collection to represent their family’s
specialized acting. This attempt was started by Ichikawa Danjiro VII (1791-1859) and
he named his collection Kabuki Jiihachiban, or eighteen best kabuki plays representing
the Ichikawa family’s specialized acting. But Danjuro VII did not accomplish his project
because of his death. Inheriting his father’s will, Danjuro IX (1838-1903) completed
Kabuki Jiuhachiban, he also strived to gather new plays performed by himself in the
Meiji period and created a brand-new collection dubbed Shin Kabuki Juhachiban.
Similarly, Shinko Engeki Jisshu, which I am going to address in this study, is collected
by Onoe Kikugoro V and this is a collection of ten plays representing the Onoe family’s
acting styles and he said that Shinko Engeki Jisshu was planned to oppose Danjuro’s
collection. I think that the selection of one’s specialized roles by kabuki actors was an
attempt to authorize their performance styles that had been handed down from
generation to generation. Through this project of collecting plays, actors like Kikugoro
and Danjuro expressed their pride as central family and leaders in the kabuki world.

However, what I would like to point out in this study is that there are many plays in
which the protagonists are evil and poisonous women who look like demons or transform
to monsters in Shinko Engeki Jisshu. This is quite a contrast to Danjuro’s collections,
which consists of historical plays portraying well-known and prestigious samurai stories.
In addition, both Kikugoro and Danjuro were tachiyvaku, actors who usually play heroes
and Kikugoro were also performed many famous male characters throughout his life.
Considering this, it is rather strange that the majority of plays in Shinko Engeki Jisshu
depict evil and poisonous women. Then, why did Kikugoro select these plays as
representative performances of their ancestors? I argue that these selections have a
close relationship with kabuki history in that the role of onnagata had expanded since
the mid-19th century and ancestral performance styles of the Onoe family.

Origin and Development of Onnagata
Onnagata are kabuki actors who perform heroines, supporting female roles, or other

minor female roles. In other words, women are not allowed to be kabuki actors so that



all onnagata actors are supposed to be males in the kabuki industry, like a man
disguised as a woman. To understand the reason why this unique onnagata role was
designed, I will explain briefly the process by which kabuki was created and developed
in the early 17th century.

It is said that kabuki was started by Izumo no Okuni in 1603. Okuni was a traveling
woman dancer who performed suggestive dance disguised as a man. After Okuni’s new
type of performances were brought into the limelight, imitations of this explicit and
erotic dance by troupes of yiijo (prostitutes) or wakashu (young men) began to regularly
be performed. However, all homosexual performances were prohibited by the Tokugawa
Shogunate on account of “the corruption of public morals”. Kabuki performances
conducted by women and young men were banned and only adult men were permitted.
As a result, the role of onnagata was created. Contrary to yujo and wakashu performers
who fascinated the audiences utilizing their inherent charm and sensual dance, male
performers without sexual appeal, especially in the case of onnagata, were required to
try and express female roles in a realistic manner. For example, they made use of
katsura (wig) to hide their masculine features or mimicked y17j0 who were recognized as
the most attractive woman in the world. Undergoing these steps, onnagata aimed to
reach the level of performing the female role better than actual women. Onnagata actors
even thoroughly imitated women’s lifestyle off-stage and embraced a female acting style
which embodies the ideal images of women. Yoshizawa Ayame I (1690-1729) and
Segawa Kikunojo I (1712—1749) were the most representative onnagata actors in this
period, and we can verify the “ideal” way of performing women based upon publications
that recorded their experiences and philosophy of the art of onnagata.

In Ayame-gusa (1771), discourses on art by Yoshizawa Ayame, he describes his
perspective toward the essence of onnagata and mindset of everyday life for female

acting.

Onnagata should be conscious of himself as an onnagata even backstage. He has to
prepare his lunch and eat it not showing himself. Say an onnagata actor devoured
his meal in front of his partner with whom he performed sexual scenes together.
Then his partner will not be able to evoke his emotion when performing these scenes

on stage. Consequently, both of them have failed to give a fine performance. !

Ayame-gusa

In this passage, in order to be seen as female lovers by his partner on stage, Ayame
strongly recommends that onnagata actors to live like a real woman by embracing the
lifestyle and behaviors. On the other hand, Ayame also advices that onnagata should

1 Gunji, Masakatsu. Kabuki Juhachiban-shu [A Collection of Kabuki Juhachiban]. Tokyo:
Iwanami Shoten. 1965. p. 323.



dedicate himself only to female roles without taking on other roles. Ayame cautioned as
below.

The art of onnagata would disappear like sand no sooner than actors consider to
change his position from female to male roles, when onnagata acting does not go as
planned. Keep in mind the fact that women could not be men in the real world. Can
a woman change her gender just because she thought she cannot live like this
anymore? If onnagata actors have a lax attitude toward female acting, it 1s expected
that he will be judged as an actor who does not understand the sentiment of women.2

Ayame-gusa

In fact, Ayame had an experience in which he was reproached for not devoting
himself to onnagata. Thus, learning from his failures, Ayame firmly prohibited onnagata
actors from performing other roles that could distract their mindset and attitude toward
female acting. Also, it seems that audiences at that time preferred if there were not any
cross-border performances such as onnagata performing male roles or tachiyvaku
performing female roles.

In these quotations from Ayame-gusa, we can find that Ayame attempted to live as a
woman both on and offstage. In order to perform realistic and ideal female roles, he
instructed that onnagata should concentrate on female acting to keep from losing the
sentiment of women. Additionally, the philosophy of Segawa Kikunojo, a legendary
onnagata actor alongside Yoshizawa Ayame, was not much different. I will illustrate
Kikunojo’s perspectives through Kokon Yakusha Rongo Sakigake (1772), which is a

critique collection of contemporary kabuki actors.

To onnagata actors, it is greatly undesirable to be favored by women and it is also

undesirable to be perceived that the actor could not be a wife. It is ideal for onnagata

to be favored by men and make them think that they want a spouse like that. 3
“Kokon Yakusha Gei-banashi” from Kokon Yakusha Rongo Sakigake

As you can see, being favored by women means that female fans actually admire male
actors who are only acting as female characters. This can be interpreted that the
onnagata failed to be a “true” woman. In addition, here is a compliment for Kikunojo in

the same publication.

It is not surprising that most of onnagata actors lose their sensuality with

advancing years. However, the late Segawa Kikunojo was able to perform a young

2 Tbid, p.321.
3 Gunji, Masakatsu. Kinsei geidoron [The Philosophy of Art in pre-modern Japan]. Tokyo:
Iwanami Shoten. 1972. p. 483



lady in romantic scenes even into his sixties. Not only was he beautiful, but he also
showed a consummate performance. Indeed, he was exactly a master of onnagata.*

“Meijin no Kiwame” from Kokon Yakusha Rongo Sakigake

The author of this book states that it is desirable that onnagata is sensual even after
getting older and he assesses that Kikunojo is a master onnagata actor. Accordingly, it
can be said that onnagata are required to be youthful and vigorous women regardless of
age.

In this section, I verified the philosophy of onnagata’s performing based on
Yoshizawa Ayame and Segawa Kikunojo’s thinking on the art. By analyzing these
discourses, it is clear that the art of onnagata had developed through a process in which
the onnagata actors struggled to perform realistic female roles and there was a need to

perform in a mindset even more feminine than an actual woman.

Expansion of Onnagata’s roles

After the age of Ayame and Kikunojo, onnagata’s roles were not confined to acting
like yiijo anymore, and it began to expand into the territory of tachiyvaku. As a good
example, I want to look at Nakamura Tomijiro (1731-1786), the third son of Yoshizawa
Ayame. Tomijuro is a renowned onnagata for creating Kyoganoko Musume Dojoji, a
masterpiece of kabuki dance play, but what I want to address here is that he pioneered
onna-budo (female warriors) roles, which was a new type of onnagata. For instance,
Tomijuro adapted famous samurai roles in historical plays to female roles, such as
Yuranosuke to Onna Yuranosuke or Kagekiyo to Onna Kagekiyo, even though these
samurai roles were originally written for male role actors. Tomijuro successfully re-
created masculine female characters that excel in martial arts, intellect and he gained
great reputations. Eventually, he developed aragoto acting which were recognized
exclusive performances of tachivaku. There is a playbill advertising that Tomijaro will
perform both male and female roles in an upcoming play (see Figure 1). Compared to
the previous period, it seems that the attitude of audiences toward cross-border
performances had changed significantly. Also, this playbill proves that strictly guarded
boundaries of roles gradually eroded in this time. Hence, Onnagata actors began to
revise male roles to accommodate their feminine aspects and they even performed male
roles originally written for tachiyvaku. Meanwhile, tachiyaku also started to perform
dance plays which were recognized as a specialty of onnagata.

Against the backdrop that the territory of onnagata and tachiyvaku became
ambiguous, a new type of role called akuba (evil women) was developed in the beginning
of the 19th century, drastically changing the paradigm of kabuki thereafter. While

female roles in kabuki usually represented ideal women who were virtuous and faithful

4 Ibid, p. 473.



to their husband, onnagata actors like Iwai Hanshiro IV (1747—-1800) and his son Iwai
Hanshiro V (1776-1847) created villainous and defiant women characters, going against
typical onnagata roles. This change was a result that the center of kabuki industry
shifted from Kamigata to Edo region, where audiences preferred plays with decadent
worlds and grotesque theatrical methods. It can be said that akuba was devised in
accordance with this culture in Edo.

The first instance of akuba was Mikazuki Osen performed by Hanshiro IV. Ensuing
this character, a variety of akuba roles was created by Hanshiro IV and his son; such as
Unzari Omatsu, Dakki no Ohyaku, Kumasaka Onaga. It is said that they especially
excelled in performing women’s subtle emotions like jealousy and flirtatious
mannerisms. Accompanying with the fact that the Hanshiro style broke the
conventional female acting and contributed to extend onnagata’s roles, tachiyakubegan
to double as female roles in a different way.

Two good examples of this are Onoe Matsusuke I and II. Onoe Matsusuke I (1744—
1815) was a disciple of Onoe Kikugoro I and Onoe Matsusuke II (1784-1849) was a foster
son of Matsusuke I. In addition, Matsusuke II succeed Onoe Kikugoro’s name and
became Onoe Kikugoro III. Finally, we can see the connection with the main theme, Onoe
Kikugoro III is the grandfather of Onoe Kikugoro V. Although, Onoe Matsusuke I and
Onoe Kikugoro III were primarily tachiyvaku actors, they also played onnagata roles,
which were horrifying and evil characters that appealed to audiences by spectacular
shows of transformation, differing from Hanshiro’s onnagata style. The specialty of the
Onoe Matsusuke style was kataki (enemy) or jitsuaku (true villain) roles when acting
male characters; also, they were particularly good at performing chinori (flying tricks)
and hayagawari (quick costume changes). This acting style was reflected in their female
acting; for instance, the Matsusuke style excelled in the performance of grotesque and
venomous women or yokai, a kind of ghost, which showed flamboyant tricks. Now, let’s
take a look at representative roles of Onoe Kikugoro III.

Tokaido Yotsuya Kaidans Oiwa is a woman betrayed by her husband, Iemon. Her
face becomes disfigured because of her husband’s conspiracy and she dies with a grudge
against him. After her death, Iemon plans to marry an upper-class lady. However, at
Iemon’s wedding ceremony, Oiwa’s ghost appears, leading Iemon to kill his new wife,
and finally Iemon is killed by Oiwa. In addition, /romoyo chotto karimame’s Kasane is
a pitiful woman who fell in love with a man who was her mother’s lover and her father’s
killer. For this karma, Kasane is then haunted by her father’s vengeful ghost and her
face became disfigured. Possessed completely by her father's spirit, Kasane rebukes her
lover, but he kills her with a sickle and flees. Oiwa and Kasane are typical onnagata
roles who are betrayed by her lovers and transformed outrageous ghosts having deep-
rooted rancor.

On the other hand, Kagamiyvama Kyo no Nishiki-es Iwafuji is villainous woman



scheming to take over her master’s house, whereas her rival, Onoe tries to disrupts
Iwafuji’s conspiracy. However, Iwafuji insults Onoe and drives her suicide and Iwafuji
is killed by Onoe’s subordinate at the end. Also, Shinobiyoru Koi wa Kusemonos
Takiyasha-hime, daughter of Tairano Masakado, is a witch. Utilizing her sorcery, she
raises a rebellion for her dead father but is suppressed. Iwafuji and Takiyasha-hime can
be classified by malicious and wicked onnagata roles.

Through these characters, we can see that Onoe Kikugoro III inherited his father’s
acting style and came to prominence by performing vengeful, poisonous and grotesque
female characters such as Oiwa or Iwafuji. Furthermore, the onnagata acting style
established by Onoe Kikugoro III had a great influence on his grandson, Kikugoro V.

Female Acting by Onoe Kikugoro V: Succession of the Onoe Family’s Performance Style
Onoe Kikugoro V, one of the greatest kabuki actors in the Meiji era, was proficient
in both male acting and female acting just like his grandfather. Thanks to his inherent
background, Kikugoro V particularly became a rising star with a gender-mixing role;
Benten Kozo Kikunosuke from Shiranami Gonin Otoko (see Figure 2). Kikunosuke is a
young male bandit who disguises as a woman for his robbery and this role fits well with
Kikugoro’s performance styles. He also performed various onnagata roles after the Meiji
Restoration in the mid to late 1800s.

For instance, Osayo0 is a woman killed by her husband who was having an affair with
another woman. After being killed, she appears as a ghost and curses his husband. I
think the characteristic of Osayo is similar to Oiwa and Kasane by Onoe Kikugoro III,
and this role is definitely based on his grandfather’s acting styles specialized in
grotesque and mystery dramas. On the other hand, Kikugoro V dramatized the true
stories of dokufi (literally poisonous women) such as Takahashi Oden and Hanai Oume,
who murdered men cruelly, following the boom of dokufii-mono. They are both beautiful
and attractive female characters yet, far from their appearance, they are vengeful and
kill male characters. These dokufi roles reflected the novel aspect of the Meiji period,
but at the same time, these took up the mantle of the traditional acting style of the Onoe
Kikugoro family.

In this way, Onoe Kikugoro’s attitude of striving to pass down his ancestors’
performance style is clearly shown in Shinko Engeki Jisshu, a ten-play collection of the
Onoe family’s representative performances. Among these ten plays, Kikugoro V selected
nine plays and his son Kikugoro VI added one more play after Kikugoro V’s death. Here,
I want to look into these nine plays that Kikugoro V selected.

( Alist of Shinko Engeki Jisshu )
(1)Furudera no Neko (September 1871) , A cat spirit.
(2) Tsuchigumo (June 1881) ., A spider spirit.




3)Ibaraki(April 1883), Watanabe Tsuna’s aunt Mashiba, actually Ibaraki-doji (a demon).
4)Rakan (July 1887), Rakan no Seizo (a warrior).

Hitotsuya (April 1890). An old woman, Ibara (a serial killer).

6)Modoribashi (October 1890), A daughter Sayuri, actually a ghost of Mt. Atago.

7) Kikujido (July 1892), Kikujido (an immortal boy).

8) Hagoromo (January 1898), Tennyo (a celestial maiden).

9)Osakabe-hime (January 1900), Osakabe-hime (a ghost of Himeji Castle).
(10 Migawari Zazen (March 1910), Yamakage Ukyo (a daimyo) by Onoe Kikugoro VI.

)
)
)
)
)
)

Six of the nine plays have specific patterns of an old woman or a young woman
appear at the beginning, and they eventually transform into a ghost or a spirit. Now,
let’s see how they look like through yakusha-e (actor prints). The first pattern, such as
in Ibaraki, Hitotsuya, Modoribashi, or Osakabe-hime, is that women appear and turn
into devils at the end (see Figure 3, 4, 5, 6). The second pattern, such as in Furudera no
Neko and Tsuchigumo, is that animal spirits, like cats and spiders, appears (see Figure
7, 8). It is clear that these patterns inherit the traditional acting style of the Onoe family
who excelled in performances that show distorted or evil women and transformational
tricks.

Here are some specific examples. In 1871, Kikugoro V performed a cat spirit role,
which was a successful character of the Onoe family in honor of the 23rd anniversary of
his grandfather’s death. Likewise, ten years later, he played Zsuchigumo, which
recreated a spider spirit role performed by his grandfather and great-grand father, in
honor of the 33rd anniversary of his grandfather’s death. Let’s take a look k¢jo (stage

speeches) when Kikugoro V conducted these two performances.

Since this year is the 23rd anniversary of Onoe Kikugoro III's death, I will perform
Tokaido Gojiisan Tsugi. It was successful again last year and Nekodera [ Furudera
no Nekol is the new performance of this commemoration [...] My grandfather Baiju
[Onoe Kikugoro IlI] had great achievements and performed with great mystery and
tricks in his own way. Therefore, he gained a reputation as a master. Compared to
him, I do not have any achievements and I can only attempt to imitate his
performances. [...] Regardless of the quality, in order to commemorate my
grandfather Baiju, I wish that a large number of audiences come to this performance
from the premiere on. >
“Nakamura-za kojo” <September 1871> from Zoku-zoku Kabuki Nendaiki

According to this passage, Kikugoro V performed Furudera no Neko for the 23rd

5 Tamura, Nariyoshi. Zoku-zoku Kabuki Nendaiki [A Sequel to Chronicle of Kabukil. Tokyo:
Ichimura-za. 1922. p. 118.



anniversary of his grandfather’s death because the cat spirit role was a specialty of his
grandfather, Onoe Kikugoro IIl. Furthermore, ten years later, Kikugoro V conducted a
performance paying homage to Kikugoro III once more.

This year is the 33rd anniversary of my grandfather, Onoe Kikugoro III’s death and
I would like to do something for consolation. I consulted a kabuki playwright, but
avid theatergoers suggested me to perform 7suchigumo as a memorial. This is
because my great-grandfather Onoe Matsusuke performed a spider spirit of
Katsuragi Mountain in Kawarazaki Theater’s kaomise (the first performance of the
year) in 1804 and Onoe Kikugoro III also performed a spider spirit in Nakamura
Theater’s kaomise in 1846; both of which were successful. [...] To celebrate my
grandfather, I desire for you to visit this performance. ¢
“Shintomi-za kojd” <June 1881> from Zoku-zoku Kabuki Nendaiki

Similar to Furudera no Neko, Kikugoro V performed 7suchigumo for the 33rd
anniversary of his grandfather’s death and he emphasized that this play was passed
down over many generations. With these examples, we can see how Kikugoro V revived
his ancestor’s specialty, which is performances “with great mystery and tricks” like in
Furudera no Neko and Tsuchigumo, in remembrance of his grandfather.

With this as starting point, Kikugoro V created new performances showing horrible
and outrageous women such as Ibaraki and Modoribashi. As 1 already stated, Shinko
Engeki Jisshu was supposed to oppose Kabuki Juhachiban and Shin Kabuki
Juhachiban by Danjuro IX, which consist of many historical plays with main characters
who are warriors filled of vigor and bravery. As a matter of a fact, Kikugoro V mainly
performed tachiyakulike Danjuro and he played renowned male roles like Sakuramaru
from Sugawara Denju Tenarai Kagami, Hayano Kanpei from Chushingura or Igami no
Gonta from Yoshitsune Senbonzaura. Although I did not touch on it in this presentation,
his ancestors, Onoe Matsusuke and Onoe Kikugoro III, were very successful and famous
tachiyaku actors. With this in mind, I argue that, in order to differentiate his family’s
acting style from the Ichikawa Danjuro family, Kikugoro V deliberately selected plays
depicting grotesque and horrible onnagata roles as representative works.

Conclusion
Although the primary specialty of the Onoe Kikugoro family was male roles, I
analyze the reason why Onoe Kikugoro V chose plays for Shinko Engeki Jisshu that
portray ghost women and paranormal spirits as representative works of their ancestors.
I argue this a result of the transition of kabuki history in that the onnagata’s position

was no longer restricted to yiijo roles and the barrier of female and male roles began to

6 Ibid, p. 301.



collapse. Against this background, the Onoe family ancestors who were primarily
tachiyaku actors, became frontrunners initiating the role of grotesque and venomous
women who transformed to yokai, or ghost at the end, which confronted conventional
onnagata roles.

On top of that, it is said that Onoe Kikugoro I and his disciple Onoe Matsusuke were
initially onnagata, but eventually became tachiyvaku. And Matsusuke’s adopted son
succeeded Kikugoro’s name and became Kikugoro III because Onoe Kikugoro II died at
an early age. In the case of Kikugoro III, he remained both onnagata and tachiyaku,
especially in performances abundant with mystery and tricks. On the other hand, Onoe
Kikugoro IV, the son-in-law of Kikugoro III, played a remarkable part in pure onnagata.
Accordingly, Onoe Kikugoro V was able to cross boundaries of male and female roles on
account of performance styles passed down from generation to generation. It seems that
Kikugoro V judged that such roles could represent their family’s exclusive acting styles,
differing from the Ichikawa Danjuro family. In this regard, it can be said that Shinko
Engeki Jisshu is the summation of unique performance styles accumulated by the Onoe

family ancestors and progressed by Kikugoro V.

[Additional notes]

This work was supported by Grant-in-Aid for Japan Society for the Promotion of
Science (JSPS) Fellows (No. 19J11221). Also, figures 1 to 3 are based on Japanese Arts
Collection of Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (https://collections.mfa.org/collections/31412
4/japanese-art/objects) and figures 4 to 8 are based on Database for Theatre Research of

Waseda University Theatre Museum (http://www.waseda.jp/enpaku/db/).
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[Figure ®i{%]
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WEB ETIXARFTEEFEA WEB ETIHXARATEFEA

[Figure 1] Nakamura Tomijiiré I in Two Roles (1744), [Figure 2] Ichimura Uzaemon XIII [Onoe Kikugord V] as the Girl

Museum of Fine Arts Boston. (No. 06.1115) Onami, actually Benten Kozo Kikunosuke (1862), Museum of Fine
(1] TRy & HaR o %) (FifRIU4E (—+t  Arts Boston. (No.11.36964)
U, ARA R FEERE (No. 06.1115) (2] I+-=fA TP ORISR TR FHEE

2 GO TAE(— )R D)) LR A b 260 REEE (No. 11.36964) ,

HFEOBIRT EEROERT

WEB ETIXRAFATEEEA WEB ETIXARATEFEA

[Figure 3] Watanabe no Tsuna Meets the Ibaraki Demon [ Figure 4] Hitotsuya no réba Ibara (1890), Waseda
at Modoribashi Bridge (1810s, Onoe Kikugoro III?), University Theatre Museum. (No. 101-5192)
Museum of Fine Arts Boston. <{No. 64.824-5) (4] T—v5 ) 2k BRI (15 4 =4
(R3] MR & RERERIL) (-N\—OFRC BE () 0)) | FREKZHEIDAE (No. 101-5192),
B EARBEATER) A A b o EfEE (No. 64.824-5)
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WEB ETIXARFTEEzEA WEB ETIXRAEATEEEA

[Figure 5] Ichijo Modoribashi no ba (1890), Waseda [ Figure 6] Kabuki-za Ichi-gatsu Kégyo Osakabe-hime

University Theatre Museum. (No. 007-0021) (1900), Waseda University Theatre Museum. (No. 101-5188)
(5] T —REGDS (B + =4 (-/\Ju0)) [K6] Ik —AB T ) (R =1+=F (—
LA B AT (No. 007-0021), OO)) FAnHARZEEE AR (No. 101-5188),

EFEDRERT

WEB ETRHARTEFzEA EZEHEDERT
WEB ETIXRAFETEEEA

[Figure 7] Baiko Hyakushu no uchi Okazaki no Neko ~ [Figure 8] Kiken Engeki Yiiran-zu Tsuchigumo (1887),
(unknown), Waseda University Theatre Museum. Waseda University Theatre Museum. (No. 101-5235)

(No. 007-0726) (8] MEBAEENERRN  +bm) (W9m 14 (—

(B4 7] Mg E fE2 N R CREE) . FRmR JUNE)) . RRaE R EEIE AR (No. 101-5235),
B (No. 007-0726)
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